A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
appalling catastrophe of the Black Death, in the middle of that
hundred years.
This quite exceptional plague, which reached England in
1348, marked a turning-point in the history of Europe. Thence-
forward everything changes, but in the first half of the century,
althoi|gh there was reaction from the simplicity and grandeur
of an earlier time, and although a disastrous war had already
begun between the French-speaking Kings of England and
France—the Plantagenet and Valois houses—there was no
breakdown. The Papacy was somewhat weakened by its
transference to Avignon, and a line of French Popes tended to
limit its international value; but the Papacy in the past had
suffered similarly from local and partial influences: it had been
captured by the Emperors working from Germany, earlier by
noble families in Rome, and the "Babylonian captivity" of
Avignon (as it came to be called) had nothing fatal about it;
it would have been remedied in time like the rest save for the
Black Death.
Architecture and armament became more complicated, and
ceremonial forms more elaborate after 1300; there was some
theatrical taint appearing in what had been simple and straight-
forward in public life, but the Middle Ages were still nourished
after 1300 as before by the same spirit; the rules of society by
which were established the co-operative village system and the
democratic forms of town government, the feudal relations of
the nobility, were still vigorous and healthy*
Character of Edward II. Pierre de Gabaston (Gave-
ston). In England there was aft exceptionally bad period after
Edward Fs death in 1307, because the central government
was weakened, the character of the new King was insufficient,
and further suffered from the virulent hostility of his wife,
Isabella of France.
Edward II when he came to the throne was a young man
of twenty-three. The disasters of his reign—his personal
disasters, for the nation as a whole did not suffer heavily—
were certainly due to defects in his character; but he was the
object of such hatred that these have been exaggerated. He
was courageous, a good fighter, fond of sport, amiable, a first-
rate horseman, good-looking, and fairly strong; but he lacked
just those qualities Etecessary for government. It is not certain
that he was vicious, though his wife and his other enemies
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